The press reports of this book led to my starting on it expecting to be wild ly irritated by sleazy sensationalism. In fact it turned out to be nothing of the sort, but a well researched and clearly presented biography. Actually the book is an excellent read and I thoroughly enjoyed it.
One could of course take the attitude that people's private lives are by def inition private and should not be made public. This is indeed a view I tend to take about people while they are active. I hate to see the prying of the media affect the work, career and life of any person, be it a politician, an artist or a scientist. But I believe the situation is different when, as in this case, the study is carried out several decades after the death of the person involved. True, care still needs to be taken not to damage in any way other persons concerned, but here, too, the healing effect of time is strong. Moreover, such a time lapse ensures that only really important persons are studied, and this certainly applies in the present book. To learn about the life of such an outstanding indi vidual as Albert Einstein is without question fascinating, and his evolution can hardly be grasped without gazing at all its aspects -intellectual, emotional, sexual and also his relations to his parents and children. Thus I am in no way ashamed at having found this book fascinating, and am critical essentially only of inconsistencies and errors.
The authors dwell, fortunately only in a few places, notably near the begin ning, on a charge of hypocrisy. Einstein, they claim, presented himself to the public as a man who lived only for his science and for whom the ordinary plea sures of life meant little, knowing full well that he had been a bad husband, an inconstant lover, and a bad father. Are his statements (such as 'work is the only thing that gives substance to life', p. 217) to be looked at in this light? Was he a moral swindler? Was exposing this falsity a driving force for the authors?
Whichever way one looks at such questions, they are not simple. Few of us think worse of Lloyd George or John F. Kennedy as statesmen because they are Albert Einstein, by Max Liebermann (Royal Society portrait).
said to have been philanderers on a grand scale. But then, of course, they never made public statements praising marital fidelity. Turning to a scientist of Einstein's time, Schrodinger was quite open about his perceived need of frequently changing his sexual partners. Should one blame Einstein for moral inconsistency, to use a gentle phrase, and thank the authors for exposing the myth of somebody so devoted to science that nothing else in life had any sig nificance for him?
I am quite ready to thank the authors for having written an interesting book but neither I nor anyone I know ever believed the absurd myth that he lived only for science (after all, everybody knew that Einstein had married, divorced and remarried). So the myth has little, if any, significance. I always under stood Einstein's statements to mean that he found lasting satisfaction only in matters intellectual. I cannot see anything wrong in this statement; indeed, the book bears it out. Einstein's private life may have been messy and brought great unhappiness to a number of people, but it does not make me think of him as a hypocrite.
To mention now some details. The disappearance from the record of his first-born and illegitimate child, Lieserl, remains a mystery. The authors and others have studied the matter; I can only say that to me an early death (not uncommon in those days) looks a little more probable than the book suggests, but adoption is indeed a likely alternative.
The discussion of Mileva's contribution to special relativity is perhaps the most admirable part of the volume; it is dispassionate and looks at all sides of the question in a balanced and scholarly way.
The separation and then divorce is described in great detail and perhaps in a manner intended to show Einstein in a bad light. There can be little doubt that he was the originator of all these difficulties, but who can look into the human heart and blame him? Such proceedings are inevitably painful for all con cerned, especially the children. Given all this, he does not seem to me to have behaved badly and, financially, he was perhaps more generous than most.
Both in his parents' attitude to his first marriage and in his position on his son's (Hans Albert's) marriage, the horrible effect of the then prevailing eugenic attitudes is well described. Perhaps more could have been said about the popularity of this semi-scientific nonsense at the time. Its cruelty and absurdity are now patent to all. I must confess that it makes me wonder what future generations will think of our contemporary attempts at genetic coun selling.
The book in no way claims to be about Einstein's scientific contributions, though of course the man's life cannot be separated from them. Brave attempts are made in places to explain some of his most important ideas, and are not unsuccessful. Yet I find certain misjudgements irritating. Perhaps the introduc tion of the light quantum was his finest and most original creation (and indeed was the subject of his Nobel Prize), yet it is somewhat underplayed in the book. Indeed, his popularity was wholly based on his theories of relativity, so perhaps the authors echo public attitudes well.
More serious is the error of suggesting that all his work post-1919 was con cerned with his unified field attempts, well outside the mainstream of science and therefore contributing to his isolation. Yet, in fact, in the 1920s he intro duced the radiation coefficients which are of the utmost importance for optics and stand at the root of the laser phenomenon. At almost the same time he con tributed mightily to quantum statistics (Bose-Einstein statistics). It is worth remarking here, for the benefit of the authors and others, that I have heard a major figure say that if all relativity were omitted, his other contributions would still give Einstein a good claim to be considered the finest physicist of our century.
As late as the 1930s, the analysis of motion in the EinsteinInfeld-Hoffmann papers was very influential in furthering our understanding of the scope of non-linearity, while the then devised paradox of Einstein, Rosen and Podolsky is still central in any discussion of the philosophy of quan tum theory. To omit all this skews the description of the scientific isolation of his later years.
The final chapter is about the possessive and secretive guardianship of Einstein's papers after his death. Whether some of this was driven by the fear of dark and disgraceful secrets in this material is perhaps not as obvious as the authors suggest. Giving up a monopoly of potential knowledge goes against the grain of many of us. Yet the chapter is fascinating. I, for one, could have done with more of it.
I was irritated by the family tree at the end since it contains inconsistencies. Lieserl, as an illegitimate child, surely bears the surname of her mother, Marie, not that of her father, as stated. More disturbing is the remark there that Evelyn Einstein was adopted. Not only does the main text not say so, but she is explic itly stated to be Einstein's granddaughter.
Yet I hope the reader of this review will not be deterred by my various crit icisms from getting hold of this book and devouring it. I had planned a gentle and selective perusal, and in fact read it through with little stop or comma. Einstein was the dominant figure in science for a very long time, and even a volume not intended to praise him adds illumination and roundness to one's appreciation of the man.
